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In Out-Of-Control Criminal Justice: The Systems Improvement Solution for More 
Safety, Justice, Accountability, and Efficiency, criminologist and sociologist Daniel P. 
Mears provides a highly detailed blueprint for a systems-based approach to criminal 
justice reform, with a focus on a research and evaluation infrastructure to monitor and 
improve the system. What most scholars of crime and justice take as their end point – the 
need for reform – Mears takes as his start, presenting a comprehensive strategy for 
organizing criminal justice systems with greater efficiency, thus more aptly serving the 
needs of safety and justice. Mears is motivated by the profound policy failures of the U.S. 
experiment in criminal justice policy in the latter part of the 20th century. What makes 
the U.S. criminal justice system out of control according to Mears? The vast expenditure 
of dollars and lives without good evidence to support it. Thus, the “criminal justice 
system gets continuously modified with no basis for evaluating the need for the changes 
or what their impacts have been or will be” (p. 248).  
Mears’ proposed solutions integrate criminal justice systems across jurisdictions 
and subsystems, driving towards the goals of public safety and a fair and just system 
responsive to victims and communities affected by crime. Mears’ Systems Improvement 
Solution (SIS) requires the institutionalization of a process in which research occurs 
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alongside policy implementation and change. Mears’ central argument is that systems 
matter for crime and justice, and the currently undisciplined system fails to achieve the 
goals of criminal justice, at considerable expense. 
 After presenting an initial case for the SIS, Mears provides several real-life 
examples demonstrating the importance of systems thinking and how it might help 
criminal justice policy and practice. In Chapter 2, he examines five policy case studies: 
health care, education, environmental protection, manufacturing, and counterterrorism. 
These illustrations allow Mears to draw out system failures instructive to the case of 
criminal justice — for example, a lack of unified oversight or a “captain” to lead a system 
means there is no coordination of the identification and monitoring of problems and 
proposed solutions. The vast bureaucracies and silos that constitute the criminal justice 
system mean that, in some cases, perceived emergencies or short-term thinking can have 
massive implications for policy-making. This was particularly convincing for the case of 
crime and justice; sweeping “get tough” policies emerging from a highly publicized 
violent crime, or strict visitation policies in prison after a single contraband incident, 
have in part led to dramatic growth in incarceration and shifts in the quality of life for 
captive people. 
 What is a system? In Chapter 3, Mears draws on several definitions, but offers: 
“different units (e.g. parts of an organization or members of a team) may seek a common 
set of goals and interact in ways to achieve these goals” (p. 57). Comprised of 
subsystems and impacted by external forces, systems have a life of their own and are 
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comprised of dynamics and interactions – an intrinsically sociological view of social 
institutions and their functioning. 
 Chapters 4–6 specifically examine the case of the system of criminal justice, a 
system fundamentally driven toward a goal of safety and justice. Using graphs and a 
discussion of sub-system level data, Mears shows how the last nearly half century of 
criminal justice amount to 51 different experiments in addressing crime and justice – a 
piecemeal, disjointed system. Through extensive use of examples and graphics, Mears 
shows how systems thinking, and the integration of systems data and monitoring, can 
help practitioners understand the direct impacts of their policy making. In one example, 
Mears shows how a set of scenarios involving all systems could lead to anywhere from a 
0–120% increase in incarceration. Mears’ SIS involves three key steps: (1) research that 
provides more and better information about criminal justice operations; (2) a multi-
stakeholder policy process (3); a reliance on evidenced based efforts. 
Mears suggests many interesting proposals for further research and monitoring, 
including a dashboard-style data reporting system in which a central data gathering 
effort receives and reports minute-by-minute updates from all subsystems relating to 
criminal justice activity and integrates all forms of data from policies, practices, and 
programs. Mears also emphasizes the need to draw on the insights of a diverse group of 
stakeholders — people on the factory floors of criminal justice practice and those most 
affected by criminal justice policy must be incorporated into the data gathering effort.  
Given advances in data science and computing, big data can offer powerful new insights 
into patterns unforeseen by current theories and hypotheses. Mears convincingly argues 
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that research, a closely monitored policy process, and the evaluation of goals, practices, 
and outcomes will bring criminal justice under control. 
 Out-of-Control Criminal Justice could not come at a more pressing time. Broadly 
supported criminal justice reform is now unfolding across the United States. This bi-
partisan reform effort is a rare moment to envision a new response to crime, and Mears 
offers a compelling case for an approach that would be far-reaching. In a context in 
which current reform efforts are geographically limited or incremental in scope, Mears’ 
ambitious proposal deserves our sincere consideration. 
Can accountability and research solve an out-of-control criminal justice system? 
Mears makes a compelling argument for this, but there are several additional matters 
worth considering. Curbing an out-of-control criminal justice system is not just a system 
problem, but a cultural one. In the presence of high rates of incarceration, economic 
insecurity, and a dearth of public empathy for communities besieged by violence, 
efficient and parsimonious systems arise that do not address the fundamental questions 
of justice. Mears has little to say about what justice looks like—“Justice is an ephemeral 
concept” (p. 203)—though he argues justice has so far received distal billing compared 
to a focus on capturing and punishing “criminals.” In this way, the book offers a detailed 
plan to fix an existing system, rather than envisioning a new system with a more 
humanistic orientation to crime and violence. 
Also worth considering is Mears' emphasis on data. Scholars have pointed to the 
unintended consequences of integrated data systems and the use of prediction and big 
data to police and criminally process individuals. Mears’ call for an overseeing committee 
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and collection of data across criminal justice institutions (police, courts, prisons, 
probation, and parole) could amount to new surveillance techniques with negative 
consequences for people already tracked in criminal justice data. Mears persuasively 
argues that the mass imprisonment experiment led to an explosion of incarceration and 
felony records, not paired with any systematic, empirically informed assessment, but the 
use of such data must be carefully considered for its potential to bring additional harm to 
communities impacted most by criminal justice policies. 
The book promises a clear outline for criminal justice reform, and it delivers. This 
book will be widely appreciated by audiences in sociology, criminology, public policy, 
and social work. Students of criminal justice and social policy will want to read the 
entire book. It is impressive in its scope and brings much to bear on social inequality 
beyond criminal justice. Sociologists of crime and punishment could easily pull out a 
chapter, particularly those on criminal justice reform, for any students interested in the 
new era of reform. Mears’ call for a process for prioritizing safety and justice through a 
multi-faceted, nonpartisan, research-driven reform effort is as urgent as it is practical. 
